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Abstract
Sibling relationships are one of the most critical elements of interpersonal functioning for
children. The sibling relationship has been found to be an important foundation for the
development of relationships in general, as siblings spend more time together than with
anyone else. Mental health of a sibling has been found to impact the quality of the
relationship; however, although anxiety is one of the most prevalent mental health
disorders in children, there is a dearth of literature on its impact on the sibling
relationship. The purpose of this study was to determine the perceptions siblings have
about their experiences of living either with an anxiety disorder or with a sibling who is
diagnosed with an anxiety disorder. A qualitative research design was used to explore if
and how anxiety impacts the sibling relationship and what differences exist between
siblings’ perceptions of one another when one sibling has anxiety and the other does not.
The participants in this study were youth female siblings between the ages of 10 to 17
years old. Each sibling participated in a semistructured interview that focused on the
sibling relationship and possible impact of anxiety, as well as completed three
questionnaires that analyzed anxiety and sibling relationships in more depth. Findings
suggested that siblings do not view anxiety as having a significant impact on the overall
quality of the sibling relationship. Rather, results revealed that nonanxious siblings may
act in a compensatory way, as they make changes to their behaviors to help their anxious
sibling avoid or alleviate distress. These changed behaviors seem to be altruistic in
nature, as nonanxious siblings appeared to be sensitive to the distress caused by their
sibling’s anxiety and therefore chose to help their sibling cope with negative impacts. A
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better understanding of sibling perceptions is important for further exploring the
development of children’s social and emotional functioning.

IMPACT OF ANXIETY ON SIBLING RELATIONSHIP

3

Chapter 1: Introduction
Statement of the Problem
Sibling relationships are arguably one of the most critical elements of
interpersonal functioning for children. Eighty-two percent of children younger than age
18 years live with at least one sibling (McHale et al., 2012), and children spend more
time with their siblings than anyone else (Buist et al., 2013). More specifically, children
with siblings spend about half of their time outside of school engaged with a sibling, and
more than 60% of family interactions involve time during which their sibling is also
present and engaged, highlighting the important role that siblings can play in each other’s
lives (Dunifon et al., 2017). Sibling relationships may serve as a leading factor for a
child’s interpersonal development and may help shape an individual’s interactions.
Research regarding sibling relationship quality and its association with overall
mental health is abundant. Much of the research finds that siblings with “warm” or
“stronger” relationships often describe themselves as having overall better mental health
(Mota & Matos, 2015; Serra Poirier et al., 2017; Wojciak et al., 2018). According to
Dirks et al. (2015), sibling conflict may contribute to negative symptomatology and be
associated with increased internalizing and externalizing problems. Research has found
that siblings who report more negative relationships often have problems regarding
conflict management, emotional expression, and resiliency whereas siblings with more
positive relationships report greater warmth, acceptance, and emotional understanding
(Buist et al., 2013; Dirks et al., 2015; Kramer, 2014; Wojciak et al., 2018).
Among the research on positive and negative sibling relationship qualities, mental
health factors have been found to be attributed to the overall quality of the relationship.
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However, much of this research focuses on siblings who are diagnosed with autism
spectrum disorder (ASD), borderline personality disorder (BPD), attention deficit
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), and other externalizing mental health disorders.
Internalizing disorders, such as anxiety, appear to be sparse in the sibling relationship
research. The overall prevalence rates of anxiety disorders are estimated at 22.2% in the
United States (Kessler et al., 2012). According to the 2019 National Survey of Children’s
Health, 9.4% of children aged 3-17 years (i.e., approximately 5.8 million) are coping with
anxiety, making this mental health disorder one of the most prominent in youth
(Ghandour et al., 2019). Anxiety disorders occur more frequently in female individuals,
typically develop in childhood, and tend to persist if not treated (American Psychiatric
Association, 2013).
Among studies of sibling relationship quality and the influence of mental health
problems, the few investigating the effects of anxiety disorders were found to be weak in
study design (Ma et al., 2017). Some of the methodological issues included a small
sample size (n = 5-24), insufficient statistical power, or data obtained from a single
informant, rather than from both siblings (Barrett et al., 2001; Lindhout et al., 2003).
More specifically, these studies utilized observational methods, which lack individual
perceptions of the family members, an important component of family relationship
research (Ma et al., 2017). Perceptions of family relationships differ significantly across
family members; therefore, perceptions must be considered in sibling relationship studies
to develop a comprehensive picture of the relationship (Ma et al., 2017). Furthermore,
much of the research on sibling relationship quality is quantitative. The studies that have
examined sibling relationship quality and mental health have investigated if and to what
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extent differences exist between families with children with mental health problems
compared to those without, rather than investigating why those differences exist (Ma et
al., 2017). The literature has not examined possible pathways, explanatory mechanisms,
or processes that occur within the family to explain the differences (Ma et al., 2017).
Therefore, more research is needed that explores the perceptions of siblings of
children specifically with anxiety disorders and the possible impact on the sibling
relationship quality. Kramer (2004) outlined the gaps in treatment and intervention for
sibling relationships, explaining that while some published studies report sibling
relationships are malleable in childhood, most studies typically target parents rather than
siblings themselves. Furthermore, these studies focus on minimizing problem behaviors
and problematic relationship characteristics rather than on promoting positive ones
(Kramer, 2004). By focusing on sibling perceptions, this study aimed to address the
sibling relationship directly. Additionally, because anxiety is more prevalent in female
than in male individuals, and according to social comparison theory, which posits that
sibling relationship quality should have a larger impact on the mental health of samegender siblings than on opposite-gender siblings (Yuan, 2009), sister dyads were
explored.
Purpose of the Study
Although much of the research regarding sibling relationship quality and mental
health focuses on ASD, BPD, and ADHD, research regarding siblings diagnosed with
and without an anxiety disorder seems to be lacking. Many of the studies examining
sibling relationship quality measure differences within the relationship rather than
differences in the siblings’ perceptions of each other. Furthermore, many popular media
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outlets provide advice for parents on strategies for reducing sibling conflict; however,
empirically validated, family focused, and prevention-oriented approaches are not
common (Feinberg et al., 2012). The purpose of this study was to determine the
perceptions siblings have about their experiences of living either with an anxiety disorder
or with a sibling who is diagnosed with an anxiety disorder (or who experiences higher
levels of anxiety) and to further explore the impact of anxiety on the overall sibling
relationship quality. A better understanding of sibling perceptions of one another may
help facilitate individual and family therapy for clients diagnosed with an anxiety
disorder. Although this study focused specifically on the effects of anxiety on the sibling
relationship, the results may help develop interventions targeted at promoting positive
relationships between siblings.
Research Questions
How does anxiety impact the sibling relationship? What differences exist between
siblings’ perceptions of one another when one sibling has anxiety and the other does not?
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
Siblings are an essential part of most children’s interpersonal lives, as brothers
and sisters may serve as companions and emotional support for each other (Furman &
Buhrmester, 1985). The majority of individuals grow up with siblings, and for many,
their relationships with their siblings are the longest lasting in their lives (Dunn, 2004).
The sibling dyad has been found to have several important components for the
development of interpersonal relationships (e.g., peer, marital), such as emotional
expression (Dunn et al., 1996), intimacy (McHale et al., 2012), and sibling individual
differences (i.e., temperament, personality, gender, and age; Dunn, 2004). Sibling
interactions allow children to express both positive and negative emotions with one
another. This in turn provides children with the experience of learning the expressions
that promote positive or negative reactions from others. Sibling relationships are also
defined by intimacy, as siblings spend most of their time engaging with one another
during play (Howe & Recchia, 2014). Through emotional expression, intimacy, and
interaction with their siblings, children learn to provide emotional support for others
(Howe & Rinaldi, 2004), as well as begin to develop an understanding of others’ points
of view (Brown & Duane, 1992).
Sibling Relationships
Individual differences also appear to play a key role in sibling relationships. More
specifically, a match in siblings’ temperaments may impact the frequency of conflict or
affection that they show one another (Brody, 1998; Dunn, 2004). Furthermore, siblings
who are more alike in temperament and personality are less likely to have conflict and
more likely to show affection to one another (Dunn, 2004). Sibling interactions have also
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been found to be important for the quality of the sibling relationship. Specifically, more
positive relationships have been associated with siblings showing affection, interest,
cooperation, and support in their interactions while more negative relationships are
associated with hostility, irritation, and aggressive interactions (Dunn, 2004). When
interacting with peers, boys have generally been found to show more externalizing
behaviors than girls, especially regarding emotional expression (Chaplin & Aldao, 2012).
However, as for sibling interaction, findings on gender and age differences appear to be
mixed. Some studies on sibling relationships and gender have found more positive
interactions in same-sex sibling pairs than in mixed-sex sibling pairs, especially for sister
pairs (Aguilar et al., 2001; Jenkins et al., 2001). Older brother/younger sister dyads
appear to be the most negative, with younger sisters reporting greater conflict,
aggression, and negative affectivity (Aguilar et al., 2001). Additionally, both older and
younger sisters, compared to older and younger brothers, often give more support to one
another, especially in the area of social support (Jenkins et al., 2001).
Sibling Interaction and Adjustment
Sibling interactions, both positive and negative, have been found to affect the
adjustment of children. Specifically, externalizing (i.e., aggressive, oppositional) and
internalizing (i.e., excessive worrying, anxiety) interactions have been found to be
associated with negative adjustment in siblings (Dunn, 2004). Dunn et al. (1999) found
that negativity between siblings contributed to adjustment problems, as well as to a
decrease in prosocial behavior, especially for younger siblings. Specifically, older
siblings with more negative behaviors were more likely to influence their younger
siblings’ behaviors, such that younger siblings were more likely to become hostile and

IMPACT OF ANXIETY ON SIBLING RELATIONSHIP

9

aggressive if their older sibling was also hostile and aggressive. However, siblings can
also serve as a compensatory factor by offering support and comfort to siblings faced
with stressful experiences. For example, studies have shown that children growing up in
troubling homes have fewer problems if they have a good sibling relationship (Jenkins,
1992; Jenkins & Smith, 1990). These findings suggest that offering comfort to and
receiving comfort from a sibling can be associated with benefits for children.
Furthermore, research has shown that the way siblings interact with each other
also relates to their psychological functioning. For example, sibling interactions that are
based on control (i.e., autonomy suppressing) are related to reduced self-confidence
(Conger et al., 1997), as well as to anxiety and depressive symptoms (Campione-Barr et
al., 2014). Older siblings are more likely to display control over their younger siblings
and be perceived as less autonomy supportive (i.e., not allowing the sibling to choose
activities, being less friendly if the sibling disagreed with them; van der Kaap-Deeder et
al., 2015). Cole and Kerns (2001) assessed sibling interactions in children aged 9 to 14
years old over the course of 1 week and determined how they compared to perceived
sibling relationship quality. Perceptions of sibling relationship quality were generally
positively associated with reports of comparable sibling interactions. For example, when
children perceived their siblings as companions, they were more likely to report engaging
in shared activities (e.g., playing games, watching TV). With positive sibling interactions
having a critical impact on the overall sibling relationship quality, it is not surprising that
siblings are also fundamental for children’s social development.
Sibling Social Development
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According to Dunn (2004), children’s abilities to tease, deceive, manage conflict,
pretend play, and engage in conversations are all behaviors shaped by their daily
interactions with their siblings. Through these interactions, the development of social
learning and reciprocation arises. Within a social learning framework, one would expect
that what is learned through interactions with a sibling would generalize to interactions
with peers (Dunn, 2004). In other words, sibling interaction paves the way for a range of
prosocial behaviors with peers, as well as with other individuals. In a study examining
sibling interactions, Abramovitch et al. (1979) observed 17 same-sex sibling dyads, aged
1 to 6 years old, in their homes for two 1-hour periods. Results indicated that older
female siblings were more prosocial in their behaviors than any other group, and younger
siblings were more likely to imitate their older siblings (e.g., sharing objects, comforting,
reassuring, helping), showing the importance of the sibling dyad in imitation of behaviors
and interactions with others. Other sibling studies have found that sibling relationships
provide companionship, entertainment, and support, helping to develop such prosocial
behaviors as helping, sharing, and showing empathy (Brody et al., 1985; Buhrmester &
Furman, 1987).
In a study by Buhrmester and Furman (1987), children in the second, fifth, and
eighth grades were asked to describe their social relationships in general and then to rate
their levels of companionship (i.e., friendship) and intimacy (i.e., personal sharing and
disclosure) with their siblings. Results found that children in all three grades appeared to
desire more companionship from siblings, while children in the second and fifth grades
also desired intimacy with their siblings. Children in the eighth grade reported more
desire to have intimacy with friends, a result attributed to wanting to form more adult-like
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relationships, as adolescents develop greater maturity when they reach the eighth grade.
Furthermore, more intimacy and companionship in sibling relationships fostered more
prosocial behavior in peer relationships. Sibling relationships in general are important for
promoting other social relationships in childhood and adolescence, and companionship
appeared to be an important need for siblings in all three grades. Many variables, such as
psychological, social, and behavioral, may also affect the quality of the sibling
relationship. Therefore, examining different perspectives of the function and dynamic of
this unique relationship is important.
Theoretical Perspectives on Sibling Relationships
According to Whiteman et al. (2011), the variations in sibling relationships may
be explained by four psychologically oriented perspectives: psychoanalytic-evolutionary,
social psychological, social learning, and family-ecological perspectives.
Psychoanalytic-Evolutionary Perspective
In the field of psychoanalysis, Bowlby’s attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) is
arguably the most well-known theory used to explain familial relationships. Attachment
theory aims to explain developmental changes in social relationships, focusing mainly on
individual differences (Whiteman et al., 2011). It is known for examining the early bond,
or attachment, between infants and their primary caregivers. This attachment is said to
form in the first year of life and varies in degree of security, depending on the sensitivity
and responsiveness of the caregiver (Bowlby, 1969). The attachment figure can become a
secure base from whom children are allowed to explore the world around them but can
return to in stressful situations for comfort and security (Bowlby, 1969). From this
theoretical perspective, children’s relationships with a primary caregiver have an impact
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on the quality of their sibling relationships, as more secure relationships lead to close and
trusting relationships with others, while insecure relationships may lead to conflictual
relationships with others, including siblings (Whiteman et al., 2011). Children also form
attachments to familiar others in their social worlds, such as their siblings, therefore
possibly influencing siblings’ behaviors towards one another. If children develop secure
attachments, they will be more likely to trust their siblings, thereby leading to secure
relationships with siblings, as well as familiar others. As previously mentioned, these
sibling relationships and behaviors are especially important for social processing, as the
sibling interaction is the foundation of a child’s social understanding and social learning.
Social Psychological Perspective
Social psychological theories explain how others influence individuals, including
their cognitive constructions of what others are like and what perpetuates others’
behaviors (Whiteman et al., 2011). As social psychological theories appear to be very
relevant to sibling relationships, they have been rarely applied in studies of siblings.
However, one relevant social psychological perspective of sibling dynamics is social
comparison theory (Festinger, 1954; Whiteman et al., 2011). According to Festinger
(1954), social comparison theory states that individuals are intrinsically motivated to
evaluate themselves based on how they measure up against others, especially those whom
they deem similar to themselves. An important component to this theory is a concept
known as “upward comparison,” in which individuals detect commonalities with others
who have high levels of expertise and then compare themselves to enhance their own
sense of self. Similarly, “downward comparison” can be seen when individuals find
characteristics in themselves that they perceive to be better than those of others (Suls et
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al., 2002). Siblings are prime targets for social comparison, as they share many of the
same experiences and family backgrounds, possibly explaining the development of
sibling rivalry (Whiteman et al., 2011).
Social Learning Perspective
Similar to social psychological theory is the social learning theory. According to
Whiteman et al. (2011), social learning processes are likely the most common set of
mechanisms used to explain sibling relationship dynamics. Bandura (1977) describes
social learning theory as a method that helps individuals acquire new behaviors,
including such cognitive behaviors as attitudes and beliefs, through two prominent
mechanisms: reinforcement and observing others. Parents or caregivers are key
influences in their children’s lives, as parents reinforce and shape a child’s behaviors and
relationships with others (Breiner et al., 2016). Similarly, siblings shape their
relationships with each other by reinforcing positive or negative behaviors, as well as by
observing and imitating one another (Whiteman et al., 2011). Observational learning
suggests that family members are salient models for social learning (Whiteman et al.,
2011). Children are likely to imitate others who are warm and nurturing, high in status,
and similar to themselves (Bandura, 1977). However, not all of children’s learning is
positive, and they often imitate negative relationship dynamics, such as aggression,
hostility, and conflict, that may manifest in the sibling relationship (Whiteman et al.,
2011).
Family and Ecological Systems Perspective
Families are organized into reciprocally influential subsystems, ranging from
individuals to dyads (e.g., sibling relationships, marital relationships, parent-child
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relationships), triads (e.g., parent-sibling triad), and beyond to encompass the entire
family system, including grandparents, aunts, and uncles (Bertalanffy, 1950). Each
system affects one another and the relationships that are formed between everyone.
Furthermore, Bronfenbrenner’s (1979, 1986) ecological systems theory describes
multiple levels of contextual influence on individual development, but they are also
relevant to sibling relationships.
The microsystem is the immediate context of everyday life (e.g., family and
neighborhoods). At this level, close and involved sibling relationships, as well as distinct
activities for siblings based on their age and gender, can be formed (Whiteman et al.,
2011). The mesosystem is the connections between microsystem contexts (e.g., siblings
may have to adopt different ways of behaving toward one another when in different
settings). The exosystem refers to contexts that siblings are not directly engaged in, but
that have an indirect impact on their relationship owing to their effects on the
microsystem. Lastly, the macrosystem includes the broader societal context, such as
political, economic, and culture forces. For example, when comparing sibling
relationships in Western, or industrialized, cultures (i.e., United States, Canada) versus
Eastern, or nonindustrialized, cultures (i.e., Asia, Africa, Central and South America),
differences are noted in the existence of cultural norms governing sibling role
responsibilities and behaviors and the relationship between siblings (Cicirelli, 1994).
In a systematic review, Cicirelli (1994) explained that in both industrialized and
nonindustrialized cultures, older siblings are typically responsible for taking care of
younger siblings; however, in more industrialized cultures, responsibility seems to be
given informally to the older sibling by the parents. This was explained to be the result of
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giving the parents more freedom to pursue other activities (e.g., for parents to complete
chores, go to the store). In nonindustrialized cultures, a greater degree of importance is
given to older siblings to care for their younger siblings, and apparently this
responsibility is more formal in nature, meaning older siblings are required by their
parents to be responsible for their younger siblings.
Furthermore, it was found that the sibling rivalry in the sibling dynamics of
industrialized cultures is not a dominant feature of sibling relationships in
nonindustrialized cultures. In most nonindustrialized cultures, the sibling relationship
appears to assume great importance throughout life, and interactions in adulthood are
more common than in industrialized cultures. According to Cicirelli (1994), adult siblings
in industrialized cultures seem to interact with each other, but the frequency of those
interactions depends on the closeness of their relationship. In addition, sibling
relationships in industrialized cultures are secondary to spousal and parent-child
relationships. Nonindustrialized cultures appear to put a greater emphasis on the
closeness of the sibling relationship and the frequency of sibling interactions. Overall,
accounting for the cultural norms governing sibling relationships and the socializing
forces within the family that perpetuate such behaviors is important (Cicirelli, 1994).
These theoretical perspectives all have merit, and research supports the variations
in sibling relationships. Although the social learning theory, which emphasizes the use of
reinforcement and observation to help individuals acquire new behaviors, appears to be
the most relevant in the sibling relationship literature, other theories must not be
overlooked. The psychoanalytic-evolutionary perspective is primarily found in parentchild relationship literature; however, the attachment bond between parent and child is
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likely to spread to the sibling relationship, as a more secure attachment with a parent will
likely lead to a secure attachment with a sibling. Although the social psychological theory
has been rarely applied in studies of siblings, the social comparison theory within this
perspective has been found to be responsible for explaining variations in sibling
dynamics, especially for same-sex siblings. Lastly, the family and ecological system,
which emphasizes the way in which family members and family systems influence one
another, is pertinent when sibling relationships are enmeshed in other systems (i.e.,
overbearing mothers/fathers, violent neighborhood, friends at school). This theory also
highlights the importance of cultural factors that may be present and influence the sibling
relationship. Overall, these theoretical perspectives help pave the way to explaining the
characteristics responsible for variations in sibling relationships.
Sibling Relationship Characteristics
Sibling relationship quality, as previously mentioned, is a major influencing factor
that determines a child’s overall development and socialization. Much of the research
focusing on sibling relationship quality has found characteristics that promote both
positive and negative social interactions in children.
Sibling Warmth
Specifically, sibling relationships that are higher in positive characteristics, such
as warmth (e.g., affection, nurturance, emotional support, intimacy), closeness, cohesion,
and emotional understanding, are more likely to promote more positive interactions
whereas those with more negative characteristics, such as conflict, rivalry, emotional
dysfunction, and aggression, are likely to promote negative social interactions with others
(Buist et al., 2013; Conger & Kramer, 2010; Dirks et al., 2015; Kramer, 2014).
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Furthermore, studies have found that children with warm sibling relationships are less
likely to develop internalizing problems, such as depression and anxiety than those with
conflictual relationships (East & Rook, 1992; Kim et al., 2007). Regarding adult
relationships, Stocker et al. (2020) found that overall sibling relationship quality is
associated with well-being and loneliness. Participants, who were older adults, were
interviewed in their homes and completed questionnaires about their relationship with a
sibling closest in age to them.
Specifically, they were asked questions about loneliness, well-being (i.e.,
depression, anxiety, hostility), and family structure. Results found that siblings with
warmer relationships reported less depression and anxiety, and siblings who remained in
close contact with one another were less likely to feel lonely. Results also showed that
sister-sister pairs had warmer relationships than all other gender combinations. Sibling
warmth has also been found to be associated with more positive peer relations
(Lockwood et al., 2001). Lockwood et al. (2001) found that children who reported having
a warm sibling relationship were more likely to be popular and more liked overall; and
less likely to be regarded as victimized, passively withdrawn, and rejected in a peer
group. These children also reported feeling less lonely than those who reported more
conflict in their sibling relationship. Although many siblings display positive interactions
with one another, conflict does arise and therefore must be further examined, as sibling
conflict has been found to be associated with negative sibling relationships (Gully et al.,
1981).
Sibling Conflict
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Poor sibling relationships have also been found to be predictive of poorer adult
outcomes, such as the quality of adult relationships, including marital relationships
(Gully et al., 1981). Children with conflictual sibling relationships report lower academic
and social competence and global self-worth than children with low-conflict sibling
relationships (Buist & Vermande, 2014). As conflict may promote negative social
interactions, some family theorists argue that conflict can provide an opportunity for
siblings to vent their emotions, express their feelings, and practice open communication
(Brody, 1998). However, conflict has been found to be beneficial in the family
relationship only when it is managed in a way that allows mutual self-assertion,
discussion, and compromise (Grotevant & Cooper, 1986, Hauser et al., 1984). In a study
done by Recchia and Howe (2009), 62 sibling dyads and one of their parents were
interviewed over two sessions and asked to recall three sibling conflicts, two of which
would be discussed with their parent and in private. Siblings and their parent were also
asked to appraise the quality of the sibling relationship. Results found that siblings with a
more positive relationship were more likely to achieve compromise resolutions when
asked to resolve a recurring conflict.
Stocker et al. (2002) found that sibling conflict in middle childhood was
predictive of psychological adjustment in early adolescence. Two siblings and their
parents were interviewed at two time points, 2 years apart. At Time Point 1, the average
age of the target sibling was 10 years old (i.e., middle childhood) and nontarget siblings
were all younger, with an average age of 7 years old. Family members were videotaped
participating in interaction tasks (e.g., playing a game for 7 minutes), followed by a 5minute discussion about activities they liked to do together and a 7-minute discussion
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about conflict in the family. Parents completed questionnaires about their family
relationships and children’s adjustment. Children were also interviewed and completed
questionnaires about their relationships and adjustment. Results found that conflict in
sibling relationships was associated with increases in depressed mood, anxiety, and
delinquent behavior for the target sibling when examined at Time Point 2 (i.e., in early
adolescence). In their 20-year systematic review, Ma et al. (2017) found that siblings
living with another sibling diagnosed with an anxiety disorder were more likely to avoid
expressing their emotions in an attempt to avoid conflict. Research has found that siblings
of children with anxiety disorders show a high prevalence of accommodation in which
they alter their behaviors to adapt to the anxious sibling’s behaviors (Barrett, 2001). This
may be an attempt to maintain balance in the family dynamic (Hoffman, 1981) and
reduce sibling conflict (Ma et al., 2017).
Mental Health and Sibling Relationships
According to the World Health Organization (WHO; 2004), mental health is “a
state of well-being in which the individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with
the normal stresses of life, can work productively and fruitfully, and is able to make a
contribution to his or her community” (p. 231). Mental health is extremely important at
every stage of life, from childhood to adulthood. Individuals struggling with their overall
mental health are more likely to have problems with completing activities (e.g., work,
school, caregiving), developing healthy relationships, adapting to change, and coping
with diversity (WHO, 2004). According to Ma et al. (2017), a child’s mental health
affects family functioning, as well as the quality of sibling relationships; specifically,
children with mental health problems have less positive (e.g., warmth, shared activities)
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and more negative (e.g., bullying, conflict) sibling relationships than those without
mental health problems. Based on developmental psychopathology theories, because
siblings have similar genetic backgrounds and are likely to be raised in the same
household, they are also more likely to experience difficulties in psychosocial functioning
and to display psychopathology when living with a sibling with a mental health problem
(Parritz & Troy, 2011). A sibling with a mental health problem is also more likely to have
more social problems, creating less support and greater conflict in the sibling relationship
(Ma et al., 2015).
Yuan (2009) explored if and how sibling structure (i.e., the number of siblings,
full versus step- or half-siblings, the relative age of siblings, and the gender composition
of siblings) influences adolescents’ mental health, as well as relationship quality. Data
were analyzed from the 1995 National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent Health, which
included adolescents in Grades 7 through 12 from a nationally representative sample of
80 high schools. Mental health was measured based on depressive symptoms and positive
well-being. Results found that sibling structure moderated the relationship between
sibling relationship quality and mental health. For example, adolescents with more than
one sibling reported feeling more love for siblings. Interestingly, adolescents with one
sibling had decreased depressive symptoms while adolescents with two or more siblings
had increased depressive symptoms. This finding was hypothesized as possibly being
caused by the burden of having to maintain multiple sibling relationships. Additionally,
regarding sibling gender, the findings indicated that not spending time with siblings was
detrimental for positive well-being when both siblings were girls. Likewise, sibling
conflict also decreased positive well-being when both siblings were girls. These findings
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may be understood using social comparison theory, which posits that sibling relationship
quality should have a larger impact on the mental health of same-gender siblings than
opposite-gender siblings (Yuan, 2009).
Furthermore, while the quality of sibling relationships is important for the wellbeing of children, it is also one of the most important long-term predictors of mental
health in old age (Waldinger et al., 2007). Siblings act as support for one another in a
range of areas, such as social, behavioral, and psychological functioning. Therefore, not
surprisingly, sibling support is important for promoting mental health in childhood, as
well as adulthood. Although some research on mental health and sibling relationships
focuses on depressive symptoms, the majority examines the mental health of siblings
who live with a sibling diagnosed with an externalizing disorder, such as autism spectrum
disorder (ASD), borderline personality disorder (BPD), and attention deficit hyperactivity
disorder (ADHD). Research examining the effect of an anxiety disorder on sibling mental
health and relationship quality is sparse, although research has shown that anxiety is
associated with sibling relationship difficulties (Feinberg et al., 2012).
Anxiety and Sibling Relationships
Anxiety disorders are characterized by excessive fear and behavioral disturbances
that cause clinically significant distress and/or impairment in functioning (American
Psychiatric Association, 2013). Anxiety is arguably the most prevalent mental health
problem among children. According to a meta-analysis by Polanczyk et al. (2015), which
included 41 studies of children and adolescent mental health disorders in 27 countries
from every world region, the worldwide prevalence of mental health disorders overall
was 13.4%, and the prevalence of any anxiety disorder was 6.5%. Anxiety disorders
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typically start early and persist, causing distress and impairment across the lifespan
(Kessler et al., 2012) and making them a leading cause of disability worldwide (Baxter et
al., 2014). Furthermore, children with anxiety disorders often exhibit somatic symptoms,
such as fatigue, restlessness, irritability, and sleep disturbance, that may lead to panic
attacks or interfere with school functioning (Briesch et al., 2010). Therefore, one may
hypothesize that children are affected by their siblings’ anxiety problems, especially
when the behaviors are displayed more physically and therefore are more easily observed
by the siblings. Even though anxiety disorders are very prevalent in youth and many
children have at least one sibling, research on the impact of anxiety on sibling
relationships is not well developed in the literature.
The research that does exist has found higher levels of anxiety to be associated
with a perception of a lower level of relationship quality, especially for same-sex siblings
(Serra Poirier et al., 2017). In a study by Dunn et al. (1994), anxiety in younger siblings
was predicted by direct sibling relationship qualities. More specifically, a relationship
with an older sibling that was characterized by less intimacy and warmth and more
negative comments (observed from the older sibling 2 years earlier) was found to
promote more anxiety in the younger sibling. Fox et al. (2002) examined sibling
relationships of anxious children and nonclinical controls using both self-report and
observational methods. Sibling pairs completed the Sibling Relationship Questionnaire
(SRQ) and participated in two 5-minute sibling discussion tasks. The discussion tasks
were chosen by parents and included topics that commonly created anxiety for their
children. Results found that relationships between children with anxiety disorders and
their siblings were characterized by more conflict and control and less warmth compared
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to the nonclinical group. Some studies, however, suggest that sibling relationships may
be more resilient to the impact of anxiety.
Lindhout et al. (2003) examined the sibling relationship quality of 24 children
diagnosed with anxiety (aged 8 to 13 years old) and 25 nonanxious children (aged 7 to 13
years old), using the Sibling Relationship Inventory (SRI). Results found that children
with anxiety and those without did not differ with regard to perceived sibling affection or
hostility. Jacoby and Heatherington (2016) examined the experience of growing up with
an anxious siblingcompared to having a nonanxious sibling from the point of view of the
sibling without anxiety. In their study, psychosocial factors (i.e., accommodation,
caregiver burden, sibling attributions) associated with sibling relationship quality were
measured in 364 young adults aged 18 to 25 years old; of those participants, 64 had an
anxious sibling. Results found that participants with anxious siblings were resilient,
reporting comparable sibling relationship quality and psychological functioning relative
to peers without anxious siblings. More specifically, sibling relationships appeared to be
strong, with the sample reporting moderate to high levels of warmth/closeness and
moderate to low levels of conflict, despite the challenges presented by their siblings’
anxiety. These findings contrast with those of other literature describing the negative
effects of having a sibling with an anxiety disorder (Dunn, 1994; Fox et al., 2002; Serra
Poirier et al., 2017), perhaps because most of that research focuses on children rather than
young adults.
Family Accommodation
As previously stated, families of children with anxiety disorders show a high
prevalence of accommodation. Family members are more likely to alter their behaviors to
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adapt to the behaviors of the sibling with anxiety to decrease conflict and maintain a
balance in the relationship (Ma et al., 2017). Thus, one might expect sibling relationship
quality in families of children with anxiety disorders to be similar to that of families of
children without mental health problems, as the accommodation may be used to decrease
sibling conflict. However, limited research has explored the actual experiences of siblings
with and without anxiety disorders, and the research that has explored this topic was
considered weak in study design because of small sample sizes, insufficient statistical
power, or data obtained from a single informant, rather than from both siblings (Ma et al.,
2017). Siblings with anxiety have also been found to be more controlling than their
nonanxious siblings, in turn increasing sibling conflict (Fox et al., 2002). According to
Telman et al. (2018), children with anxiety disorders are 2 to 3 times more likely to have
at least one parent with a current and/or lifetime history of an anxiety disorder than those
without anxiety disorders. Interestingly, children with anxiety disorders were more likely
to have mothers with a current anxiety disorder or fathers with a history of an anxiety
disorder, but not a sibling with an anxiety disorder. Two siblings are unlikely to both
have an anxiety disorder (Telman et al., 2018).
Furthermore, as previously mentioned, families are more likely to accommodate a
child’s anxious behaviors and symptoms, in turn helping the child avoid anxietyprovoking stimuli (Lebowitz, Omer, & Hermes, 2014). This may include using different
strategies or modifications to the family’s routines, such as avoiding places, staying home
more often, and not allowing guests to come to the home (Lebowitz, Sharfstein, & Jones,
2014). Most research on family accommodation has focused on asking the caregivers,
rather than the anxious child, about their accommodation behaviors (Lebowitz et al.,
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2016). Therefore, Lebowitz et al. (2015) developed a child-rated version of the Family
Accommodation Scale - Anxiety (FASA-CR) to compare and integrate the children’s
reports with those provided by their mothers. Fifty children with primary anxiety
disorders and their mothers participated in the study. Overall, mother and child ratings
tended to agree that accommodation was present, although mothers reported significantly
higher levels of accommodation than did the children.
Additionally, most children indicated that they experienced the accommodation as
being helpful in reducing their anxiety in the short term, but fewer than half believed that
they would be less anxious in the long term if the accommodation continued (Lebowitz et
al., 2015). Siblings have been found to engage in accommodation behaviors surrounding
the anxious child (Benito et al., 2015). As family accommodation is likely to reduce
sibling conflict, nonanxious children learning to adapt to their siblings’ anxiety symptoms
has also been shown to be a significant predictor of poor treatment outcomes for children
with anxiety symptoms (Garcia et al., 2010; Ma et al., 2017; Salloum et al., 2018).
Family Accommodation Treatment Outcomes
A 2010 study of 112 youth aged 7- to 17 years old and diagnosed with obsessivecompulsive disorder (OCD) examined various treatment outcomes and effects of family
accommodation. Youth were assigned to one of four treatment conditions primarily used
for the treatment of pediatric OCD: cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and sertraline,
sertraline, CBT, or pill placebo. Results showed that higher levels of family
accommodation were associated with poorer treatment outcome across all four treatment
conditions (Garcia et al., 2010). Schleider et al. (2018) examined the association between
family accommodation levels and anxiety severity of 103 youth aged 6 to 17 years old
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who presented at a child anxiety research clinic and their mothers. The children and their
mothers were asked to complete several measures, including the Family Accommodation
Scale and Childhood Anxiety Sensitivity Index. Results found that family
accommodation was associated with higher anxiety symptom severity in low-anxiety
sensitivity children but not high-anxiety sensitivity children. Anxiety sensitivity was
defined as a fear of anxiety-related sensations (e.g., increased heart rate) resulting from
beliefs that these sensations have harmful physical, psychological, or social
consequences.
Although research has suggested that maladaptive family patterns are associated
with anxiety symptoms in high-anxiety sensitivity children (Pollock et al., 2002), family
accommodation differs from previously explored family factors (e.g., parent anxiety,
parent hostility) in a critical way (Schleider et al., 2018). Family accommodation most
often leads to short-term alleviations for a child experiencing anxiety (Schleider et al.,
2018). Consequently, family accommodation may alleviate a child’s anxious distress in
the short term, while unintentionally increasing anxiety in the long term for low-anxiety
sensitivity children. In high-anxiety sensitivity children, family accommodation may be
less effective in alleviating anxious distress because of the children’s focus on, and
negative cognitions about, internal anxiety-related sensations (Schleider et al., 2018).
Therefore, high-anxiety sensitivity children may experience distress in the face of
anxiety-provoking stimuli regardless of their parents’ accommodation attempts (Schleider
et al., 2018). Furthermore, through the development of the Family Accommodation Scale
– Anxiety (FASA), which includes modified questions from the Family Accommodation
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Scale, Lebowitz et al. (2013) found that family accommodation spans across all pediatric
anxiety disorders.
The Lebowitz et al. (2013) study included a sample of families of children
presenting with anxiety disorders at two specialty clinics for pediatric anxiety. Results
indicated that 97.3% of parents endorsed at least some level of family accommodation,
and most (76%) reported both participation in symptoms and modification of the family’s
routines as a result of the child’s anxiety. Parents also reported experiencing distress
resulting from accommodation and negative consequences of not accommodating the
child’s symptoms, such as exacerbation of the child’s anxiety, as well as the child
becoming angry or abusive. In another study, Lebowitz et al. (2014) compared family
accommodation in childhood anxiety disorders to family accommodation in childhood
OCD, as well as to a control sample of children without anxiety disorders or OCD.
Results indicated that both clinical groups reported significantly higher levels of family
accommodation compared to the nonclinical control group. Additionally, mothers of
children in the clinical groups reported greater distress associated with the need to
accommodate the child than did mothers in the control group.
Overall, these results suggest that when levels of family accommodation are high,
more family work and focus on reducing accommodation may be important for
alleviating a child’s anxiety symptoms (Garcia et al., 2010). With anxiety being the most
prevalent mental health disorder in youth, research and treatment focusing directly on
anxiety are especially critical for those families suffering. Additionally, sibling
relationships are one of the most prominent relationships to foster social development and
adjustment in children. Numerous studies have found that the quality of the sibling
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relationship (i.e., warmth vs. conflictual) has been associated with various psychological,
behavioral, and social outcomes. With family accommodation being so prevalent in the
anxiety research, siblings likely display a need to change their behaviors to help reduce
their siblings’ anxiety. These changes in behaviors may therefore cause distress for
siblings, as well as may affect a child’s functioning at various levels (i.e., social,
psychological, behavioral). One should note that this study was investigated and
completed during a global pandemic of COVID-19 that resulted in social, psychological,
and behavioral hardships for many. Therefore, the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on
sibling relationships must also be taken into consideration.
Global Pandemic Impact on Adolescents
During the COVID-19 pandemic, states implemented precautionary restrictions to
reduce the spread of the virus. Social distancing and quarantine restrictions disrupted
everyday life as individuals and families were forced to adapt to a virtual method of
school and work settings (Zhang et al., 2020). Family research conducted during the
COVID-19 pandemic has found that approximately one third of families have reported
feeling very or extremely anxious about family stress resulting from COVID-19-related
confinement (Statistics Canada, 2020). In addition, research found increases in family
members’ emotional distress caused by uncertainty, economic worry, concerns over
family members’ health, social isolation, and performing multiple roles during the
pandemic (Fontanesi et al., 2020; Rosen et al., 2020; Tang et al., 2021). Among those
family members, adolescents likely struggle with the most emotional distress, as research
indicates that adolescents are more likely to be highly reactive to stress caused by
hormonal and brain development changes (Romeo, 2013).
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Adolescent Adjustment to Pandemic Stress
Recent research suggests that youth emotional and behavioral adjustment
problems have increased since the global pandemic (Campione-Barr et al., 2021). A
study in China that compared prepandemic rates of youth depression and anxiety, found
higher rates of youth depression and anxiety during the pandemic than expected (Duan et
al., 2020; Xie et al., 2020). Similarly, studies of youth in Australia (Magson et al., 2021),
the United States, Europe, and South America (Barendese et al., 2021) have also found
increases in depression and anxiety in adolescents when comparing pre- and
postpandemic outcomes.
A study by Hawes et al. (2021) explored changes in depression and anxiety
symptoms from before the pandemic to soon after it first peaked in Spring 2020 in
adolescents and young adults living in Long Island, New York. Results of the study
revealed that across participants and independent of age, generalized anxiety and social
anxiety symptoms increased. In female individuals, depression and panic/somatic
symptoms also increased. Owing to increases in anxiety and depression among youth
during the pandemic, stress reduction for adolescents is critical in combatting long-term
negative effects on mental health. As previously mentioned, social theories posit that
social support is an important aspect of positive development and stress reduction for
adolescents. When examining adolescents’ social supports, the sibling relationship has
been found to be one of the most meaningful and supportive relationships. With school
closures and stay-at-home orders, children likely experienced social withdrawal as inperson interactions with peers were reduced or eliminated during the pandemic. As such,
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children were forced to quarantine together with family rather than peers; therefore, the
pandemic likely has impacted the sibling relationship.
Impact of Global Pandemic on Sibling Relationships
Although research on the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic is still developing,
studies examining family relationships have recently emerged. While specific sibling
relationship research is lacking overall, studies examining the impact of the COVID-19
pandemic on family relationships have developed theories pertaining to impacts on the
sibling relationship. According to Cassinat et al. (2021), at a time when children and
adolescents likely experienced social withdrawal and home confinement, research
suggests that they may have turned to their siblings to compensate for a lack of social
contact with peers. Previous research demonstrates that siblings often turn to each other
for support, especially when support from parents (Milevsky & Levitt, 2005; Noller,
2005) and peers (Milevsky, 2005) is lacking. Therefore, positive interactions and support
between siblings may have increased during the pandemic. Given the lack of in-person
availability of peers, children may turn to their siblings to share feelings, as well as to
enjoy shared activities that they are not able to do with friends during the pandemic
(Cassinat et al., 2021).
Although evidence shows positive interactions between siblings during the
pandemic, research has also found an increase in sibling conflict and anxiety. A study
done by Campione-Barr et al. (2021) examined pre- and postpandemic outcomes on
adolescent adjustment and impacts on relationships, specifically, mother, father, sibling,
and best friend relationships. Results revealed that the combination of higher negative
sibling relationship qualities with low levels of COVID-related stress was associated with
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greater adolescent anxiety. An association between high levels of conflict and negativity
with siblings would not be surprising, as this has been found in prepandemic studies, as
previously mentioned. However, interestingly conflict was evident only under low levels
of COVID-related stress. It was hypothesized that in families experiencing higher levels
of COVID-related stress, sibling conflict likely may be on the lower end of the hierarchy
in terms of concerns. Alternatively, families experiencing low levels of COVID-related
stress may have experienced more “business-as-usual” style of family interactions, but
with the added time together and boredom, sibling conflict likely rose to higher-thanusual levels (Campione-Barr et al., 2021).
Nonetheless, as anxiety symptoms both pre and post pandemic have reportedly
increased, especially for female individuals, this study focused specifically on anxiety
disorders and further explored the effect anxiety has on the sibling relationship quality.
Although this study was conducted during the global COVID-19 pandemic, the original
intent of the present study was to determine the explanatory mechanisms that may be
influencing siblings’ relationship quality when one sibling has been diagnosed with an
anxiety disorder. The study did not implement questions related to the impact of the
pandemic on the quality of the sibling relationship.
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Chapter 3: Method
The purpose of the present study was to further explore the effects of anxiety on
the sibling relationship. This qualitative study used a comprehensive interview and
questionnaires, given to both siblings, to examine perceptions of the quality of their
sibling relationship and the impact anxiety may have on the relationship. The mixed
methods design of combining qualitative and quantitative measures allows for viewing
phenomena from different viewpoints and through diverse research lenses (Shorten &
Smith, 2017). Mixed methods can be used to gain a better understanding of connections
or contradictions between qualitative and quantitative data, can provide opportunities for
participants to share their experiences across the research process, and can facilitate
different avenues of exploration that enrich the evidence and enable questions to be
answered more deeply (Wisdom & Creswell, 2013).
In addition, qualitative research is used when trying to understand people’s
beliefs, interactions, experiences, behaviors, and attitudes (Pathak et al., 2013).
Furthermore, interviews provide a useful way for researchers to learn more about the
world of others (Qu & Dumay, 2011). A major advantage to the development of
qualitative research is the grounded theory methodology (Flick, 2009). Grounded theory
is used when little is known about a phenomenon, such as in research in new or not yet
well-defined areas (Charmaz, 1996) and is intended to generate theory that is “grounded
in data” (Strauss & Corbin, 1994). After theories were generated, comparative analysis, a
process used in grounded theory for coding and category development (Chun Tie et al.,
2019), was used. This technique was used to find consistencies and differences, with the
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aim of continually refining concepts and theoretically relevant categories within the
qualitative study (Chun Tie et al., 2019).
Participants
During the initial recruitment design, participants were to be recruited from a
pediatric anxiety clinic in the mid-Atlantic region. Owing to the COVID-19 pandemic
closures and limits on contact with others, recruitment from the pediatric anxiety clinic
was terminated. Participants were then recruited via social media and other online
platforms (Instagram, email communication). Recruitment used a snowball sampling
approach (i.e., participants were asked to recruit other participants for the study). Overall,
a total of four adolescent female sibling dyads were recruited for the study.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion criteria for participation was a biological female sibling dyad raised in
the same household; between the ages of 10 to17 years; one sibling either diagnosed with
an anxiety disorder or presented with higher levels of anxiety symptoms, while the other
sibling was not; and no more than 3 years apart in age. Siblings were excluded if either
met criteria for the following diagnoses found in the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of
Mental Disorders (5th ed.; DSM-5; American Psychiatric Association, 2013): intellectual
disability or autism spectrum disorder (ASD). Siblings diagnosed with a chronic medical
condition were also excluded.
Screening and Recruitment
Participants were recruited through social media and other online platforms.
Screening was conducted by the student investigator via phone with the parent(s) of the
sibling participants to determine if siblings were interested in participating in the study
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and if criteria were met. They were asked the age and biological sex of the siblings and
any current diagnoses given to either sibling. For those who met the criteria established
for the study, the student investigator asked if both siblings were interested in
participating in the study. Participants who agreed to participate and completed the study
were awarded a $20.00 gift card in appreciation for their time.
Measures
Sibling Relationship Interview
Participants completed a semistructured interview, first asking them basic
demographic questions and then more detailed questions about the sibling relationship.
Siblings were asked how they describe themselves and their sibling in general and how
they describe their overall sibling relationship. Anxious siblings were asked to describe
their perception of their own anxiety and the ways in which it affects their overall sibling
relationship, while nonanxious siblings were asked to describe the effects of their
sibling’s anxiety on the overall relationship. Siblings were also asked to describe any
changes in family behaviors (i.e., family accommodation), parental treatment, and social
activities resulting from the sibling’s anxiety.
Sibling Relationship Questionnaire
The Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (SRQ; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985)
examines specific factors relevant to the quality of the sibling relationship. The SRQ
contains 48 items that form four factors related to sibling relationships:
Warmth/Closeness, Relative Power/Status, Conflict, and Rivalry. Responses are made on
a Likert scale from 1 = Hardly at all to 5 = Extremely much. Higher scores indicate a
particular feature is more characteristic of the sibling relationship (i.e., “How much do
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you tell this sibling what to do?”; “How much do you admire and respect this sibling?”).
The SRQ was developed based on a list of the primary qualities of sibling relationships
established in a sample of 49 fifth- and sixth-grade children ranging in age from 11 to 13
years old (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). A second study of 198 fifth- and sixth-grade
children, drawn from two private schools and one public school, was used to further
develop and validate the SRQ (Furman & Buhrmester, 1985). Scores were computed for
the scales by averaging the items designed to assess each quality. The internal
consistency coefficients for these qualities all exceeded .70. Test-retest reliability was
also found to be high (r = .71; Furman & Buhrmester, 1985).
Screen for Child Anxiety Related Disorders
The Screen for Child Anxiety Related Disorders (SCARED; Birmaher et al.,
1997) is a 41-item self-report questionnaire that measures anxiety disorders in children.
The SCARED screens for panic disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, school avoidance,
social anxiety, and separation anxiety. Responses are made on a 3-point Likert scale (0 =
not true or hardly ever true of me; 1 = somewhat true or sometimes true of me; 2 = very
true or often true of me) regarding identification with anxiety statements. An overall
score, indicating the child’s anxiety, and five subscores, which are linked to the specific
anxiety disorders previously mentioned, are obtained. A total score of 25 or greater on the
SCARED indicates a potential anxiety disorder.
The SCARED was given to both siblings to determine severity of anxiety and to
confirm low-anxiety presentations in the nonanxious sibling. The SCARED has
previously demonstrated strong overall internal consistency (α = .90) and internal
consistency regarding the five subtests of anxiety, ranging from α = .78 to α = .87
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(Birmaher et al., 1997; Birmaher et al., 1999). The SCARED also demonstrates sufficient
discriminant validity in separating anxiety diagnoses, especially when comparing panic
disorder to other anxiety disorders (Birmaher et al., 1997; Birmaher et al., 1999).
Family Accommodation Scale-Anxiety
The Family Accommodation Scale-Anxiety (FASA; Lebowitz et al., 2013) is a
13-item parent report questionnaire assessing frequency of parental accommodation over
the previous month. Responses are made on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 0 = no
accommodation or never to 4 = daily accommodation. Nine items assess the frequency of
accommodation; of these, five items assess participation in symptoms and four items
assess modification of routines and schedules. These nine items generate the total
accommodation score. One additional item assesses the degree of distress the
accommodation causes the parents, and four items assess short-term, negative
consequences of not accommodating, such as the child becoming more distressed or
angry or abusive. The FASA has demonstrated good internal consistency (α = .90;
Lebowitz et al., 2013).
As no current measure assesses siblings’ accommodations, items of the FASA
were rephrased so that a child could respond about their sibling’s accommodation. For
example, the original parent item. “How often did you assist your child in avoiding things
that might make him/her more anxious?’” was rephrased to say, “How often did your
sister help you to avoid things that make you feel anxious?” for the anxious sibling and
“How often did you help your sister to avoid things that make her feel anxious?” for the
nonanxious sibling.
Procedures
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Families were contacted by the student investigator to determine if siblings were
interested in participating in the study and to be screened for eligibility. During the phone
conversation, parent(s) of the sibling participants were given information on what
participation in the study would entail and the procedure the study would follow. After
parent(s) and interested siblings agreed to the study, they were given a specific time to
meet with the student investigator, based on participant availability. Informed consent
was also reviewed with both the parent(s) and children. Parent(s) and children
electronically signed the informed consent and child assent documents. Prior to the
established meeting time, siblings completed the questionnaires online, via RedCap.
Owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, families met virtually with the student investigator
via HIPAA-compliant videoconferencing software (Zoom) to ensure compliance with the
health and safety regulations that have been established by the Centers for Disease
Control and Prevention. The student investigator privately interviewed each sibling in
separate, confidential environments (e.g., a different floor/room of the house from that
occupied by her sibling). The interviews were audio recorded and took approximately 15
minutes to complete. Once the interviews and questionnaires were completed,
participants were emailed a $20.00 gift card, in appreciation for their time. After
completion of the study, interviews were later transcribed. To assure participants’
confidentiality and anonymity, all identifying information was removed from the
transcripts, and participants were referred to by pseudonyms.
Data Analysis
Mixed methods research combines elements of qualitative and quantitative
research approaches for the purposes of breadth and depth of understanding and
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corroboration (Schoonenboom & Johnson, 2017). Grounded theory allows researchers to
construct theory from data and information collected from observations, experiences,
processes, actions, and interactions from the participants in the study (Creswell et al.,
2007). In grounded theory method, the sample size cannot be determined in advance
(Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). The student investigator attempted to continue
interviewing participants until the responses produced new information that added new
concepts to the theory (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003) or until saturation was met.
Grounded theory allows the researchers to generate a hypothesis using the information
collected; this is called hypothesis-generating research (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003).
The grounded theory method of hypothesis generation is known as theoretical coding
(Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). Coding follows a step-by-step process, drawing upon
relevant and important statements, as well as repeating ideas and themes that are used to
develop a hypothesis considered essential to the research question (Auerbach &
Silverstein, 2003).
Open, axial, and selective coding were the coding strategies used in this study.
The goal of open coding is to grasp the core idea of each section and develop a code to
describe it (Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019). Open coding compares and contrasts words,
phrases, and sentences that are then labeled and named as a concept (Strauss & Corbin,
1994). Axial coding is focused on explaining the relationships among the variables,
categories, and concepts that have been developed in the open coding process (Strauss &
Corbin, 1994). This analysis helps lead to generation of hypotheses (Vollstedt & Rezat,
2019). Lastly, selective coding was used to group frequently occurring axial codes into
core categories, or theoretical constructs (Vollstedt & Rezat, 2019). In grounded theory,
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theoretical saturation occurs when the developing theory of the topic under investigation
has reached a sufficiently comprehensive point (Sutcliffe, 2016). In this study, theoretical
saturation was reached when no new information was found and ideas began to repeat
themselves. Ultimately, the coding team agreed upon the themes and interpretations of
those themes.
Coding was completed by the student investigator and two doctoral level research
assistants. Each coder reviewed the transcripts of the participants, exploring and
highlighting relevant text, producing ideas, and generating an initial theory (Auerbach &
Silverstein, 2003). All coders were supervised by a licensed psychologist with experience
in qualitative methodology. Additionally, questionnaires were entered into an SPSS data
set to be analyzed quantitatively. The means of the questionnaires were calculated and
compared to determine any similarities or discrepancies that existed between their
responses on the questionnaires and the interviews.
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Chapter 4: Results
A mixed methods design of qualitative and quantitative analysis was used to
explore the effects of anxiety on sibling relationships, based on the data collected during
the interview and on the questionnaires completed by the participants. According to
Tesch (2013), qualitative research questions focus on three areas: language to explore
processes of communication and patterns of interaction within social groups, description
and interpretation of subjective meanings attributed to situations and actions, and theory
building through discovering patterns and connections in qualitative data. This
methodology allowed for the discovery of themes of siblings’ perceptions and behaviors
without imposing ideas of what the results, or answers to the questions, should be. Eight
participants were interviewed.
Demographic Characteristics
Each child who participated in the interview completed a demographic
questionnaire. The children ranged in age from 10 to 17 years old, with a mean age of
14.38 years. All participants identified as female. Participants’ levels of education ranged
from fifth to twelfth grade. Each sibling pair was less than or equal to 3 years apart in
age. Of the eight participants, four lived with their biological mother and father, two lived
with their biological mother and stepfather, and two lived with their biological mother.
Each participant had between one and four total siblings. One pair of siblings reported
having a mother who experiences anxiety and another pair reported having a brother who
experiences anxiety. Results of the Screen for Child Anxiety Related Disorders
(SCARED) were used to determine the presence of anxiety symptoms for anxious and
nonanxious siblings. It was also used to confirm the level of anxiety reported in each
sibling group. Overall, anxious siblings reported a mean total of 43.5 (SD = 7.3) for the
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SCARED, indicating higher levels of anxiety symptoms experienced in the anxious
sibling group than the nonanxious sibling group (M = 20.8, SD = 3.8). Table 1 provides
the demographic information for each participant.

Table 1
Summary of Participant Demographic Characteristics in Age Order
Characteristics

Participants
Maci

Joanna

Lauren

Addison

Annie

Leslie

Maggie

Brooke

Age

10

12

14

14

15

16

17

17

Grade

5th

7th

8th

9th

10th

11th

12th

12th

Mother,
Stepfather

Mother,
Stepfather

Mother,
Father

Mother

Mother,
Father

Mother,
Father

Mother

Mother,
Father

Number of
Total Siblings

4

4

1

1

4

4

1

1

Other Family
Anxiety

None

None

Mother

None

Brother

Brother

None

Mother

Living
Situation

Note. The names used are pseudonyms to protect the identity of the real name of the participants of the study.

Semistructured Interviews
The participants were given pseudonyms for this study to protect their identities
and maintain confidentiality. Interviews were audio recorded and then later transcribed.
This student investigator and two doctoral level research assistants interpreted the themes
generated from the transcripts and developed a theory relating to the themes. The first
part of the semistructured interview focused on getting to know the child, and the second
part of the interview focused more on their experiences with anxiety, or with their sister’s
anxiety. Participant responses were grouped and compared based on anxious-sibling
responses and nonanxious-sibling responses. Analysis of the data collected resulted in the
following emergent themes of both groups: Perceived Guilt, Family Dynamics, Level of
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Insight, Support and Anxiety-Related Behaviors, and Protective Factors. Participant
responses varied significantly in this context. Analysis of both groups (anxious and
nonanxious siblings) of responses will be discussed.
Perceived Guilt
Sibling Guilt. When comparing anxious-sibling responses, participants reported
feelings of guilt when sharing about the impact their anxiety has on the sibling
relationship. For example, Brooke stated, “… then after everything [anger outbursts
related to her anxiety] happens, it's like a really big guilt on me.” Anxious siblings
reported feelings of “being a burden” to their sibling, especially when in situations where
levels of anxiety are high. Brooke further explained her feelings of guilt, sharing her
perceived negative impact of her anxiety on her sibling:
I feel like in the past, when we didn't get along, it has affected us to a point where
I don't know if anything will ever be perfect. But I mean of course I'm going to
try… in the days where I did not have a lot [of anxiety] under control, or just the
days where I was really mean, I hope I didn't say or do anything to mess her up
because that would be one of my biggest regrets.
When comparing nonanxious-sibling responses, themes of guilt also emerged;
however, nonanxious siblings’ guilt was found to be the result of the inability to help
their sibling. Several nonanxious siblings reported feeling guilty when their sister
becomes anxious, and they may not be able to help relieve the anxiety symptoms. Maggie
attempted to explain her own guilt and the impact of her sibling’s anxiety:
Sometimes when she's stressed out, it stresses me out because I try to help her
with whatever she's doing. And sometimes I just don't know how to, and it kind of
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stresses me out that she's, like, super anxious, super freaked out, and I can't do
anything about it because I don't know how to help her.
Feeling the need to help their sibling, as well as questioning their own ability to be able to
help, appeared to impact the amount of guilt experienced by nonanxious siblings.
Child-Parent Guilt. Some anxious siblings also shared feelings of guilt regarding
the impact of their anxiety on their parents. When discussing the impact of anxiety on the
relationship with her mother, Addison shared, “…I feel like she gets tired of me because
of it.” It was found that anxious siblings feel that their parents often fight because of their
anxiety. Brooke shared, “…they have gotten into quite the amount of arguments due to
me.” Some anxious siblings reported feeling that their anxiety-related behaviors and the
way in which they deal with their anxiety have resulted in parental turmoil. As a result of
this turmoil, anxious siblings reported feeling responsible and guilty for parental conflict
and stress. Anxious siblings appeared more likely to observe their parents fighting
compared to nonanxious siblings. Nonanxious siblings stated that their sibling’s anxiety
did not appear to impact their parents’ relationship. Rather, nonanxious siblings
mentioned the impact of their sibling’s anxiety only on their mother.
Family Dynamics
Worrying Mother. Both anxious- and nonanxious-sibling responses indicated
that mothers appeared to worry more about their child’s anxiety than did their fathers.
Joanna shared, “My mom said she worries about it, but I think it’s not a huge impact
because I kind of keep to myself about it,” explaining that although her mother worries,
she does not believe her anxiety significantly impacts her mother. Brooke explains, “My
mom, on the other hand, is super emotional and she's like me. She's a worrier. She's very
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anxious.” Anxious-sibling responses were more likely to mention the emotional states of
parents, describing mothers to be more emotional than fathers.
Nonanxious-sibling responses also mentioned worrying mothers. When
explaining the impact of her sibling’s anxiety on her parents, Maci stated, “…it might
kind of worry my mom a little bit because she's not making that many friends and she is
very lonely.” Like other nonanxious-sibling responses about their mother’s worries, Maci
mentions that her mother worries about her sister’s ability to make friends, feelings of
loneliness, and overall impact of anxiety on her sibling’s well-being. Maggie mentions
that her mother may feel similarly to her, explaining that “my mom is the same as me.
Like, we're just trying to help, but we don't know how to in that sense.” She emphasized
that she and her mother worry that they will not be able to help her sister alleviate the
anxiety. Lauren was the only participant who mentioned both of her parents worry,
sharing, “They worry that she's upset and stuff and anxious. It’s understandable for a
parent. They want their child to be happy.” Anxious and nonanxious siblings also shared
that they feel closer to their mother than their father.
Parental Closeness. For anxious siblings, this closeness appeared to be based on
the feeling of being able to express their emotions to their mothers more than their
fathers. For example, Joanna explained that sometimes she feels as though she can “tell
my mom everything,” yet other times, she experiences more difficulty sharing her
emotions with her mother. However, she feels that sharing emotions with her mother and
her stepmother is easier than doing so with her father. Addison explained that she also
feels closer to her mother, and when talking to her father, her anxiety increases. She
stated, “I'd say most of the time when I don't reach out to him, it's because I just don't
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want to, but also, my anxiety tends to get worse when I do.” Nonanxious-sibling
responses also mentioned parental closeness.
Overall, nonanxious siblings report feeling closer to their mothers than to their
fathers. However, this closeness appeared to be based on nonanxious siblings relating to
their mothers more. For example, nonanxious siblings reported feeling closer to their
mothers apparently as a result of taking on more “caregiving” roles when interacting with
their anxious siblings. As previously mentioned, Maggie reported that she and her mother
were similar in the sense that they both worry about the anxious sibling and try to help
decrease her anxiety. Maggie also reported that her and her sister’s father was not
involved in their care. She stated, “Maybe since she doesn't have both parent roles, like
the parents would usually help her, but since she doesn't have that, I feel like I'm
obligated to step up and help too, which I don't mind.” Maci shared feeling closer to her
mother, as they both “cheer on” the anxious sibling and encourage her to make friends
and socialize.
Level of Insight
Accurate Vantage Points. Siblings were asked to describe their sibling’s
personality traits, interests, and individual characteristics. They were also asked how they
believe their sibling would describe them, if asked the same question. Accurate sibling
vantage points were based on these questions, and accuracy was measured by the amount
of agreeableness of each sibling’s answers to one another. Overall, both anxious and
nonanxious siblings apparently were fairly accurate in their beliefs regarding their
siblings’ descriptions of them. Anxious-sibling responses revealed that many feel their
sibling would describe them as being shy, introverted, awkward, anxious, and/or quiet.
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Nonanxious-sibling responses showed that many feel their sibling would describe them
as extroverted, energetic, outgoing, social, and athletic. When comparing siblings’
responses to each other, findings revealed that siblings are generally accurate in their
perceptions of one another, as well as in their beliefs regarding their siblings’ perceptions
of them. Perceptions regarding specific impacts of anxiety on the sibling relationship
were also explored.
Perceptions of Impact. All participants described the impact of anxiety on their
sibling relationship. When comparing anxious-sibling responses, many siblings shared
that they do not believe their anxiety has a significant impact on their sibling
relationships. Some anxious siblings feel as though they do a good job at “hiding” their
anxiety from their sibling and family. When their anxiety is noticed by their sibling,
anxious siblings reported that their siblings help to decrease their anxiety. For example,
when asked if her anxiety impacts the relationship with her sister, Joanna shared, “Well, I
don't think she really knows, so not that much because she thinks that I sit in my room
because I don't want to be around people.” Joanna also reported that she believes that her
sister “hangs out” with her to help decrease anxiety. Overall, anxious siblings report that
apparently anxiety has a low impact on the sibling relationship, and they acknowledge
that their sister engages in behaviors to help decrease their anxiety. This awareness and
perception of changed behaviors w also seen in nonanxious-sibling responses.
Many nonanxious siblings also reported that their sibling’s anxiety had little
impact on the sibling relationship. Responses on the interviews revealed that all
nonanxious siblings reported some sort of changed behavior resulting from their sibling’s
anxiety; some responses indicated an impact on their own social-emotional functioning.
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For example, when asked if her sister’s anxiety impacts the sibling relationship and if she
feels she helps to decrease her sister’s anxiety, Annie responded, “not really.” Annie then
shared, “When we're together in a new situation, I'm usually the leader, and she'll kind of
just shadow me.” She further stated, “When we were little, especially if we would go to a
store or something by ourselves, I would be the one to talk to the person at the register
because she didn't want to.”
When asked how her sibling’s anxiety impacts the relationship, Maggie shared, “I
don't think it affects it too much.” Later, she stated, “…if she's really anxious, I'll just not
do anything. I'll stay home with her or do whatever. Take her out to get ice cream or
something like that.” It appears that nonanxious siblings also believe that their sibling’s
anxiety does not impact the overall sibling relationship. Additionally, many nonanxious
siblings seem to choose to help their sister when she is feeling anxious by changing their
own behaviors or interactions to help decrease anxiety symptoms. Regarding the impact
on social-emotional functioning, two nonanxious siblings reported not being able to make
their own friends because of having to include their anxious sister in their friend group.
One shared how this impacts her, stating, “…it's harder to keep two people afloat in a
conversation or in a friendship than one person.” However, later in the interview, she
shared that her sister’s anxiety “doesn’t really” impact her. This may indicate that
although she is aware of the impact of her sister’s anxiety on her own ability to make
friendships, the anxiety does not appear to have a negative impact on the sibling
relationship.
Support and Anxiety-Related Behaviors
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Sibling Support. All participants stated some sort of engagement in changing
behaviors for the anxiety. Further analysis revealed that the changed behaviors from
nonanxious siblings appeared to be a form of sibling support for the anxious siblings. For
example, anxious siblings are more likely to “talk to” or engage with their sibling when
they start to feel anxious. Nonanxious siblings appeared to then become a compensatory
factor for their sibling’s anxiety. For example, Maggie shared that sometimes she will
cancel her plans to stay home with her sister when she is feeling anxious. Lauren shared
that when her sister becomes anxious with chores, she will offer to help complete the
chores for her to decrease her anxiety. Maci explained that when her sister becomes
anxious, she tells her, “It’s okay; you don’t have to be nervous,” to help decrease her
anxiety.
Physiological Responses. Physiological responses to anxiety were also prevalent
in the sibling interviews. Apparently, both anxious and nonanxious siblings seem to be
aware of the physiological responses of anxiety. Responses of feeling “sweaty” or
“shaky” were described in almost all the sibling interviews when asked about the
physiological reactions to anxiety. However, nonanxious siblings seemed to identify
these behaviors easier than did anxious siblings. Nonanxious-sibling responses appeared
to focus on the impact of anxiety on their anxious sibling’s overall mental health. They
appeared to be better able to identify the physiological responses of anxiety and the way
in which they impact their anxious sister. This may result from a lower level of insight in
anxious siblings of the impact of their anxiety on their own mental health and overall
well-being.
Protective Factors
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Throughout the sibling interviews, positive, protective factors for anxiety and
stress emerged. Both anxious and nonanxious siblings seemed to participate in activities
as a possible way to cope with stressors related to school and family. A comparison of
anxious-sibling responses revealed that anxious siblings engage in more introverted
patterns of coping, such as reading, listening to music, painting, and playing videogames,
whereas nonanxious siblings engage in more extroverted patterns of coping, such as
playing sports, socializing with friends, and going shopping. Overall, anxious and
nonanxious siblings reported having a good relationship with their sister. Therefore,
positive interactions with their siblings may also be considered a protective factor, as this
form of engagement and support seemed to help decrease stress and anxiety.
Relationships with mothers were also found to be a protective factor when that
relationship was described as “open” and “closer.”
Mild anxiety also might be considered a protective factor for some anxious
siblings. For example, when asked if any aspects to the sibling’s anxiety were positive,
most anxious and nonanxious siblings reported that the anxiety may cause the anxious
sibling to be more determined, observant, and aware. When describing a positive impact
of her sister’s anxiety, Maggie shared the following:
When she is anxious, she is way more determined to do things she has to get
done. So, when she's really stressed out, she'll make sure she does all her
homework. She has everything that she needs to get done in her head. She cleans
her room, makes her bed, whatever else.
Apparently, determination acts as a protective factor, as the anxious siblings recognize
ways in which they may alleviate their anxiety and therefore become determined to

IMPACT OF ANXIETY ON SIBLING RELATIONSHIP

50

complete the tasks that are causing the anxiety. Brooke mentioned that when she is
anxious, she “can always sense if something bad is going to happen.” She further
explained that her anxiety can be positive in helping to “avoid sketchy situations,” as she
feels she will “notice red flags in people earlier.” Annie described her sister as being
“observant.” She further shared that she believes her sister’s anxiety may help her notice
when other people are feeling anxious, and this, in turn, may help alleviate their anxiety
by relating to their distress.
Questionnaires
The Sibling Relationship Questionnaire (SRQ) examines specific factors (i.e.,
warmth/closeness, relative status/power, conflict, and rivalry) relevant to the quality of
the sibling relationship. Results of the SRQ were analyzed quantitatively to determine
perceptions siblings have of one another. The Family Accommodation Scale – Anxiety
(FASA) was used to determine the presence of accommodation behaviors for the siblings,
as well as to determine anxious siblings’ perceptions of the number of accommodating
behaviors in which their siblings engage. Table 2 provides the means of anxious- and
nonanxious-sibling responses to the questionnaires, which were compared for analysis.

Table 2
SRQ and FASA Means
Factors
Closeness
Relative power
Conflict
Rivalry
FASA

Anxious siblings

Nonanxious siblings

M(SD)
61.8(7.6)
29.3(3.6)
13.5(6.6)
12.5(1.0)
6.8(5.0)

M(SD)
52.5(21.8)
21.8(7.8)
14.8(5.9)
12.0(0.0)
10.0(4.8)

Note. SRQ = Sibling Relationship Questionnaire; FASA = Family Accommodation Scale-Anxiety.
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A comparison of anxious- to nonanxious-sibling responses found that anxious
siblings (M = 61.8, SD = 7.6) reported higher feelings of sibling warmth and closeness
than nonanxious siblings (M = 52.5, SD = 21.8). Warmth/closeness consists of prosocial
behavior, affection, companionship, similarity, intimacy, admiration of siblings, and
admiration by sibling. Anxious siblings reported having more power (M = 29.3, SD =
3.6) than nonanxious siblings (M = 21.8, SD = 7.8). Relative power/status consists of
sibling nurturance, sibling dominance, and dominance by a sibling. Sibling conflict and
rivalry appeared to be similar for both anxious (M = 13.5, SD = 6.6; M = 12.5, SD = 1.0)
and nonanxious siblings (M = 14.8, SD = 5.9; M = 12.0, SD = 0.0), both of whom
reported low levels of conflict and rivalry. Conflict consists of antagonism, quarreling,
and competition. Rivalry consists of paternal and maternal partiality. Regarding
accommodation, anxious siblings reported that they believe their sibling participates in
fewer anxiety-accommodating behaviors (M = 6.8, SD = 5.0) than nonanxious siblings
believe that they participate in (M = 10.0, SD = 4.8).
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Chapter 5: Discussion
Interpretation and Implications
This study was developed to further examine sibling perceptions of their
relationship and of each other and the specific sibling relationship factors that may be
impacted by one sibling’s anxiety. Previous studies on sibling anxiety have been
quantitative in nature and have used either parent reports or one sibling participant, rather
than obtaining perspectives of both siblings. With the focus on collecting qualitative data,
this study aimed to develop a richer understanding of siblings’ experiences and
perceptions of one another. A better understanding of sibling perceptions is important for
further exploring the development of children’s social and emotional functioning. In
addition, this study may help to facilitate treatment and interventions for individuals and
families of children diagnosed with an anxiety disorder.
Overall, the results of the study indicate that living with a sibling with anxiety
does not appear to cause a significant impact on the quality of the sibling relationship.
Results revealed that while nonanxious siblings attempt to make changes to their
behaviors (e.g., staying home, completing their sibling’s chores, asking their sibling to
partake in social activities with their own friends) to help their sibling who is dealing
with anxiety avoid or alleviate distress, this does not appear to have a negative impact on
the sibling relationship. Rather, their own social-emotional functioning may be impacted.
For example, generally, anxious and nonanxious siblings perceived little to no impact of
anxiety on the sibling relationship. When asked more specific questions surrounding the
anxiety and sibling relationship, siblings were able to identify ways in which they may
change their own behaviors (e.g., staying home to be with her sister) to help decrease
their sibling’s distress. Two siblings mentioned an impact of these changed behaviors on
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their own social-emotional functioning, explaining that it may be harder for them to make
separate friendships because of feeling the need to include their sibling in their activities.
Further, these changed behaviors appear to be more altruistic in nature, as nonanxious
siblings may be sensitive to the distress of their sibling’s anxiety and therefore choose to
help their sibling cope with its negative impacts. Of note, some internal distress was
reported by siblings regarding the responsibility to help alleviate the anxiety.
When exploring the social and emotional impact of anxiety on the sibling
relationship, many siblings reported feelings of guilt or burden. Specifically, anxious
siblings reported higher feelings of guilt related to the impact of their anxiety on their
sibling. Generally, anxious siblings’ guilt was the result of feeling as though their anxiety
caused distress to their sibling’s own social and emotional functioning (i.e., avoiding
social situations to stay home with their sibling, internalization of emotions because of
their sibling’s anxiety, distress from observing their sibling’s anxiety). In contrast, guilt
felt by nonanxious siblings was related to their perception of their ability to help alleviate
their sibling’s anxiety. Overall, nonanxious siblings reported feeling guilty when they
could not help to alleviate their sibling’s distress when it was caused by anxiety.
Additionally, nonanxious siblings tended to view themselves as engaging in somewhat of
a caregiver role for their anxious siblings. Research has found that siblings who identify
as a caregiver to their sibling report lower well-being than siblings who identiy as
noncaregiving (Namkung et al., 2017). However, other research has found that the quality
of the sibling relationship affects the experience of caregiving, with higher quality sibling
relationships linked to a lower likelihood of emotional strain from caregiving (Mui &
Morrow-Howell, 1993; Quinn et al., 2009). Findings of the current study revealed that
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nonanxious siblings who reported more of a caregiver role were more likely to report
feelings of guilt when they could not help their sibling. However, although many
nonanxious siblings indicated a good relationship with their sibling, this study appears to
be congruent with the latter findings of the previous research mentioned. Of note, studies
tended to focus on adult sibling relationships as opposed to children, further indicating
the need for more research on youth sibling relationships.
Although the impact of anxiety on parental relationships was not a focus of this
study, results revealed an impact of anxiety on some family dynamics that are worth
noting. First, anxious siblings living with two parents also reported feelings of guilt
related to the impact of their anxiety on their parents’ emotional functioning, as well as
their parents’ relationship. More specifically, anxious and nonanxious siblings both
reported a higher impact on their mother’s overall emotional functioning. Results
revealed that siblings feel that their mother tends to worry more than their father about
sibling anxiety. Interestingly, research on parental impacts on child development has
found that fathers are important in encouraging independence and social behaviors
(Bögels & Phares, 2008), whereas mothers are important for emotional support (Fliek et
al., 2015). This indicates that mothers are more likely to focus on their children’s
emotional well-being while fathers tend to focus on social development and autonomy.
Findings of the current study were consistent with this research, as mothers’
worries appeared to be related to the impact of anxiety on their children’s emotional
functioning. In other words, siblings perceived their mothers as worrying about
loneliness, depression, and internal distress caused by their children’s anxiety. Both
nonanxious and anxious siblings also reported an overall closeness more to their mothers
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than to their fathers. Additionally, some anxious siblings felt that their anxiety impacted
their parents’ relationship. Anxious siblings were more likely to report that their anxiety
caused relationship conflict (e.g., “fighting,” “turmoil”) between their parents. However,
nonanxious siblings were not likely to report that their sibling’s anxiety impacted their
parents’ relationship. This finding speaks to the level of accuracy regarding anxious
siblings’ perceptions of their anxiety on others. For example, anxious siblings may
perceive that their anxiety has a negative impact on their parents’ relationship; however,
analysis of the interviews did not show a significant negative impact of anxiety on the
sibling relationship. Therefore, this could indicate a low impact of anxiety on the parents’
relationship and an inaccurate perception of an anxious sibling’s belief regarding the
impact of their anxiety on others. This finding is similar to the perceptions of impact
discussed earlier, which found that anxious siblings displayed a lower level of insight
regardingthe impact of their anxiety on their own mental health and overall well-being.
When analyzing more specific impacts of anxiety on the sibling relationship,
sibling support and engagement in anxiety-related behaviors were uncovered. In addition,
the study found that nonanxious siblings would often cancel social plans or complete
household chores for their anxious sibling when they were experiencing higher levels of
anxiety. In turn, this indicated that nonanxious siblings then became a form of support, or
compensatory factor, for their anxious sibling when they were experiencing higher levels
of anxiety. Overall, nonanxious siblings chose to engage in activities that might help
accommodate their sibling’s anxiety, showing the level of compassion and consideration
they have for their anxious sibling. Siblings also could identify physiological symptoms
of anxiety that were experienced by anxious siblings. For example, responses of feeling
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or noticing their sibling feeling “sweaty” or “shaky” were described in almost all the
sibling interviews when asked about the physiological reactions to anxiety. More positive
anxiety-related behaviors were also identified.
Apparently, both anxious and nonanxious siblings participated in activities as a
possible way to cope with stressors related to school and family. These activities were
deemed protective factors for siblings, as they appeared to protect siblings from negative
impacts of anxiety. According to O’Connell et al. (2009), a protective factor can be
defined as “a characteristic at the biological, psychological, family, or community
(including peers and culture) level that is associated with a lower likelihood of problem
outcomes or that reduces the negative impact of a risk factor on problem outcomes” (p.
109). Research has found that the presence of protective factors appears to decrease
mental health concerns in children (O’Connell et al., 2009).
O’Connell et al. (2009) found positive protective factors that help to decrease
anxiety, low self-esteem, and other emotional disturbances. These factors include positive
physical development, academic achievement, good coping skills, and engagement and
connections in two or more of the following contexts: school, peers, athletics,
employment, religion, and culture. Results of the present study revealed that anxious
siblings engage in more introverted patterns of coping, such as reading, listening to
music, painting, and playing videogames, while nonanxious siblings engage in more
extroverted patterns of coping, such as playing sports, socializing with friends, and going
shopping. Overall, siblings reported having a good relationship with each other.
Therefore, positive interactions with their siblings may be a protective factor and form a
compensatory factor, as engagement with their sibling appeared to help decrease stress

IMPACT OF ANXIETY ON SIBLING RELATIONSHIP

57

and anxiety. This finding is consistent with research that suggests that engagement with
peers, in this case, their sibling, has been found to help decrease anxiety and other
emotional disturbances (O’Connell et al., 2009). Relationships with mothers were also
found to be a protective factor when that relationship was described as “open” and
“closer.” Lastly, mild anxiety tended to be somewhat of a protective factor for anxious
siblings. For example, results indicated that when anxiety is controllable/milder, it may
cause the anxious sibling to be more determined, observant, and aware.
Regarding specific sibling relationship characteristics, studies have found that
sibling relationships higher in positive characteristics, such as warmth and closeness, tend
to promote more positive interactions with others (Buist et al., 2013; Conger & Kramer,
2010). When comparing perceptions of the sibling relationship quantitatively, the present
study found that anxious siblings reported higher feelings of sibling warmth and
closeness than nonanxious siblings. Anxious siblings also reported feeling that they have
more power and control in the sibling relationship than nonanxious siblings. This finding
appears to be consistent with findings of similar studies. For example, Fox et al. (2002)
found that siblings with anxiety are more controlling than their nonanxious sibling.
Findings of this study indicated higher sibling conflict resulting from this perceived
sibling control.
Further, studies have found that sibling relationships with more negative
characteristics, such as conflict and rivalry, are likely to promote negative social
interactions with others (Dirks et al., 2015; Kramer, 2014). The current study found that
siblings appeared to perceive the same amount of conflict and rivalry for both groups. Of
note, both groups reported experiencing low levels of sibling conflict and rivalry,
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indicating a generally positive perception of the quality of the sibling relationship.
Regarding changes in behavior resulting from anxiety, anxious siblings reported that they
believe their sibling participates in fewer anxiety-accommodating behaviors whereas
non-anxious sibling responses indicated a higher level of participation in anxietyaccommodating behaviors. According to Schleider et al. (2018), family accommodation
may alleviate a child’s anxious distress in the short term, while unintentionally increasing
anxiety in the long term. Therefore, results from the present study indicate that siblings
who engage in accommodating behaviors may increase or maintain their sibling’s anxiety
into emerging adulthood. However, more research that focuses on sibling accommodation
is needed, as family accommodation research tends to focus on parents’ rather than
siblings’ accommodating behaviors.
Limitations
Based on the nature of the research design, there are limitations of the study. As
indicated by Strauss and Corbin, (1994), the goal of qualitative research is to expand on
the meaning and understanding of experiences in a specific context. One of the main
limitations to this study was the sample size. The sample size for this study was small,
thereby limiting the generalizability of these findings. Additionally, race was
inadvertently left out of the demographics sheet. This oversight is a limitation, as
different cultures may perceive and experience anxiety differently. Further, the procedure
of this study design may be a limitation, as some participants appeared anxious when
engaging with the evaluator, as evidenced by lack of eye contact, fidgeting with objects,
and a soft-spoken tone of voice. Therefore, participants’ answers may have been at risk
for respondent bias, as participants may have been more likely to answer in a socially
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desirable way to please the evaluator. Additionally, participant answers may have been
affected by their reactions to the researcher’s race, class, age, and/or physical appearance.
Another limitation to this study was the examination of anxiety and sibling relationships
for only female sibling pairs. Collecting data from both genders may provide a more
representative picture of the sibling relationship quality leading into adulthood. Further,
by including only biological female individuals, the study omits transgender or gendernonconforming individuals. Research shows that transgender and gender-nonconforming
individuals may experience barriers to care for a variety of reasons, including
discrimination and lack of awareness by providers in health care and research settings
(Gonzales & Henning-Smith, 2017).
Therefore, this major limitation may further perpetuate stigma related to
transgender and gendernonconforming individuals in the research, as well as in clinical
settings. Classifying gender into just two categories, women and men, is problematic, as
it fails to represent researchers’ and psychologists' current understanding of gender,
violates ethical principles as scientists, and can result in gender misclassification
(Cameron & Stinson, 2019). Gender misclassification has been found to be associated
with more negative affect, less authenticity, low self-esteem, and less identity strength
and coherence for the individual being misgendered (McLemore, 2015). Therefore,
research must include an open gender identification question (e.g., “What is your current
gender identity?”) on demographics sheets to improve the quality of data on transgender
and gender-nonconforming individuals.
The present study also used a limited age (i.e., 10 to 17 years old) and age
difference (i.e., no more than 3 years apart in age) in the sibling dyads, thus limiting the
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generalizability to other sibling dyads (e.g., siblings with larger age gaps). Additionally,
the study did not include parents’ perceptions of their children. Parent ratings of their
child’s anxiety and family accommodation may be useful for providing an additional
source of report of siblings’ extent of anxiety and the impact on the children’s’
relationship with one another. Furthermore, this study was investigated and completed
during a global pandemic of COVID-19, which resulted in illnesses, social distancing
with limited contact with peers and social groups, closures of in-person classrooms and
transitions to virtual schooling, limited in-person therapies, deaths, and other hardships.
These experiences may have had an impact on the quality of life, anxiety symptoms, and
relationships within the families at the time of participation. Further, anxiety and
depressive disorders are typically comorbid, and many anxious siblings reported
engaging in more isolated, introverted patterns of coping. The exclusion of examining
other mental health diagnoses that may have had an impact on the sibling’s anxiety is a
limitation of the present study, as anxious siblings may have also experienced depression,
possibly accounting for the presence of introverted coping patterns.
To meet health and safety compliance provided by the Centers for Disease
Control, this study was conducted virtually and in an online format; therefore, extraneous
variables (e.g., interruptions, siblings being in the same house/near one another) were not
able to be controlled for. Difficulty with recruitment caused by shutdowns related to the
COVID-19 pandemic was also a major limitation with this study. Access to this
population was obtained through social media and other online platforms (i.e., Facebook,
Instagram, email communication) via parents, teachers, and other individuals. The
researcher attempted to obtain a snowball effect when recruiting by asking families
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interested in participation to provide the contact information for another family that
would be willing to participate. Unfortunately, this technique was not effective in
recruitment. This study’s limitations should be addressed in future research.
Directions for Future Research
Although this qualitative study appears to be unique in interviewing two siblings
to further explore the impact of anxiety on the sibling relationship, more research is
needed to continue to examine specifically how and why anxiety impacts the relationship.
Future research should include sister-brother and brother-brother sibling dyads to
examine the impact of anxiety on both male and female participants, as well as to include
other gender identities (e.g., transgender and gender nonconforming) and their
perceptions of the impact of anxiety on the sibling relationship. Twin relationships should
also be examined, as researchers argue that the relationships of twins, especially identical
twins, are likely to be “closer” or “warmer” than relationships between other siblings
because of the similarity in their genetic makeup (Fortuna et al., 2010). Future research
may also explore the impact of anxiety on adult sibling relationships. Sibling
relationships are the longest lasting relationship that most individuals share, a quality that
makes sibling relationships unique (Whiteman et al., 2011). Therefore, future work must
examine them over extended periods of time. Longitudinal research on siblings offers
family researchers a lens into the evolution of, development of, and change in family
relationships, as well as the opportunity to understand the multiple processes and contexts
that influence these lifelong bonds (Whiteman et al., 2011).
Additionally, although many studies use parent ratings for anxiety, many of those
studies include parent ratings of only one child rather than both siblings. Future research
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should include sibling and parent ratings to further examine possible changes in the
family’s behavior resulting from accommodation around the anxiety. Further, parents
should be educated on the potentially negative implications of family accommodation.
Future research should focus on educating participants, as well as analyzing treatment
interventions to develop alternative strategies for coping effectively with their children’s
distress related to their anxiety. In addition, as two pairs of siblings in the current study
reported having a mother and brother who also experienced anxiety, future research
should examine the impact of the family constellation (i.e., family history, dynamics,
mental health disorders, and possible dysfunctional patterns) on children with anxiety.
Future studies should investigate the causal role of family accommodation in the
development of anxiety disorders, as interventions that effectively reduce accommodation
are currently needed from both parents and siblings.
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APPENDIX A
Email and Social Media Posting Advertisement
My name is Maria Hays and I am a doctoral-level clinical psychology graduate student
from the
Philadelphia College of Osteopathic Medicine (PCOM). I am conducting a study looking
at the
impact of anxiety on female sibling relationships. I am looking for female siblings ages
10- to
17-years-old who are no more than 3 years apart, and one of them reports high levels of
anxiety.
Participants who qualify and partake in the study will be awarded with a $20.00 gift card
for
their time. This study has been approved by the Philadelphia College of Osteopathic
Medicine
IRB (Protocol #H20-042E) and the John’s Hopkin’s Medicine IRB (Protocol
#00259483).
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APPENDIX B
Parent Telephone Screening Questions
1. How many children do you have?
2. What are your children’s ages?
3. What gender are your children?
Now I am going to ask you questions about your children’s medical and psychiatric
history.
4. Has any of your children been diagnosed with an anxiety disorder?
a. If ‘Yes’, how many children?
5. Has any of your children been diagnosed with any other behavioral or psychiatric
condition?
a. If ‘Yes’, what diagnosis?
6. Has any of your children ever been diagnosed with an intellectual disability or
autism spectrum disorder?
Yes / No
7. Does any of your children have any chronic medical or psychological difficulties
that require taking medications on a regular basis?
a. If ‘Yes’, which medications are they taking?
b. Do they plan to change the type or dose of medications in the near future?
We have completed the telephone screening portion of our call.
•
•

Do you have any questions?
Do you think your children would like to take part in this research?

If your children are interested in participating, I would like to set up a time to have them
meet virtually for this study.
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APPENDIX C
Demographic Sheet
Please answer the following questions about yourself.
How old are you: 10 11 12 13 14 15 16

17

Are you: female male
What grade are you in: 5

6 7

8 9

10 11

 12

Who lives in your home: Mom Dad
Sister (age:_________) Brother (age:________)
Sister (age:_________) Brother (age:________)
Sister (age:_________) Brother (age:________)
Does anyone else live in your home? Yes No
If yes, please list how they are related to you (Example: Grandmother):
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
____________
Which sibling is experiencing anxiety, you or your sister?
Me Sister (age:________)
Does anyone else in your family experience anxiety? Yes No
If so please list sex and how they are related (Example: Female cousin):
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
____________
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APPENDIX D
Nonanxious Sibling Interview Questions
General Relationship Questions:
1. Tell me a little about yourself: How would you describe yourself?
a. Identity (i.e. your personality, things you like to do)?
2. How would you describe your sister?
a. Identity (i.e. her personality, things she likes to do)?
3. How do you think your sister would describe you?
Sibling Anxiety Questions:
4. How does your sister’s anxiety present itself?
a. Does it present differently in school vs. home vs. social activities?
5. What are some ways your sister’s anxiety affects you, if at all?
a. Are there any good things about it?
b. Are there any things that are less good about it?
c. How, if at all, does it affect your family life?
d. How, if at all, does it affect school for you?
e. How, if at all, does it affect your activities (i.e. social activities)?
f. How, if at all, does it affect your parents? Or your relationship with your
parents?
6. Have you had to change your behaviors or daily routines because of your sister’s
anxiety?
7. Do you feel the need to help your sister in order to decrease her anxiety? In what
way?
8. Is there anything else I did not ask that you wanted to tell me/think is important
for me to know?
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APPENDIX E
Anxious Sibling Interview Questions
General Relationship Questions:
1. Tell me a little about yourself: How would you describe yourself?
a. Identity (i.e. your personality, things you like to do)?
2. How would you describe your sister?
a. Identity (i.e. her personality, things she likes to do)?
3. How do you think your sister would describe you?
Sibling Anxiety Questions:
4. How does your anxiety present itself?
a. Does it present differently in school vs. home vs. social activities?
5. What are some ways your anxiety affects you, if at all?
a. Are there any good things about it?
b. Are there any things that are less good about it?
c. How, if at all, does it affect your family life?
d. How, if at all, does it affect school for you?
e. How, if at all, does it affect your activities (e.g. social activities)?
f. How, if at all, does it affect your parents? Or your relationship with your
parents?
6. Has your sister had to change her behaviors or daily routines because of your
anxiety?
7. Do you think your sister does things to help decrease your anxiety? In what way?
8. Is there anything else I did not ask that you wanted to tell me/think is important
for me to know?

